Introduction
With the use of various tools and databases currently available, very large corpora can be collected with (relative) ease to meet a single researcher's precise specifications. However, this scope, combined with the computing speed offered by contemporary corpus processing systems, can often present the same researcher with a Pandora's Box of results to contend with. Honing in on salient features requires -at a minimum -both a keen understanding of the content of the corpus (including how it might help to address various hypotheses) and a flexible, scientific method of down-sampling.
In this small study, I consider how a baseline group of social actors is constructed by major American newspapers in the wake of a major natural disaster, with the aim of gaining a deeper understanding of American ideologies. Cultures and communities hold in common ideological systems of values (Hartley, 1982) that are enacted through institutionalised communication and reinforced during times of crisis (Fowler, 1991: 49) , for instance, in the event of epidemic or natural disaster. Beck (1992) theorises that contemporary society is increasingly concerned with the possibility of catastrophic global events. The 'risk society' -lacking a system of identifying blameworthy 'others', as in moral panics (Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 2010) -is more apt to attempt to place blame on institutions tasked with ensuring and communicating safety: for instance, the government and/or the press (Ungar, 2001).
To explore the construal of social actors in the aftermath of a catastrophic event, advantages and limitations of application of a method of determining semantic preference in large corpora and/or frequent node words will be demonstrated on sample data from a custom-collected corpus of disaster reporting. In late August 2005, the tropical storm named Hurricane Katrina moved from the central Bahamas toward the south-eastern coast of Florida, destroying homes and businesses across the entire northern Gulf Coast and causing millions of gallons of oil to be spilled along the Louisiana coastline (Knabb et al., 2005: 12) . With over $81 billion of attributed damages (Knabb et al., 2005: 1) and 1,833 direct and indirect fatalities (Knabb et al., 2005: 11) , Hurricane Katrina is the most costly natural disaster in the history of the United States to date, and one of the most deadly. Compared to national averages, the hardest-hit area has greater populations both of nonwhite inhabitants and of residents living beneath the poverty level (Grieco and Cassidy, 2001; Bishaw and Iceland, 2003) , leading some to believe that 'Katrina can be best understood as a collision between a natural force (itself of human construction to the extent that global warming or something of the sort can be said to have been involved) and what turned out to be a strangely vulnerable social order ' (Brunsma et al., 2007: xx) .
To gain a broad understanding of the ways that human participants are constructed in a corpus of disaster reporting, the semantic preference of the most frequent nomination strategy for social actors is explored through tagging and categorisation of collocates. In addition to presenting analysis relating to representation of people in Hurricane Katrina reportage, I will also describe a generalisable method of categorising and identifying salient collocates through automated semantic tagging.
Using corpus-based discourse-historical analysis to analyse semantic preference
This study is undertaken within the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) framework, a form of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) which stresses the import of taking a whole range of empirical observations, theories and methods as well as background information into account (Reisigl and Wodak, 2009: 89) when analysing discourse. Working within this framework, researchers may identify traces of power patterns in language, which often appear in the form of us/them discourse (or 'othering' in other research traditions), linguistic generalisations, analogies and/or crossmapped representation (Matouschek et al., 1995: 60) . The current work of Ruth Wodak and other members of the so-called 'Vienna School' of DHA broadly concern investigations of 'othering', i.e. anti-Semitic, xenophobic or racist discourses of political bodies. Likewise, the analysis in this chapter is primarily focused on othering of the racist and classist sorts, following a major natural disaster.
Terminology from DHA is also mobilised in this study; I adopt the objective of nomination defined by Reisigl and Wodak (2009: 94) as 'discursive construction of social actors, objects/phenomena/events and processes/ actions', particularly as belonging to in-groups or out-groups. The discursive strategy of predication qualifies social actors and their actions, assignp ing (more or less) positive or negative judgments and appraisals. Analysis
